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E ight years ago David Bebbington mentioned in passing that the

Manning-Gladstone correspondence was “about to be pub-
lished.” This was indeed good news. Given the lofty positions of the
correspondents — Gladstone as prime minister (1868-74, 1880-85, 1886,
1892-94) and Manning as Archbishop of Westminster (1865-92) and
Cardinal (from 1875) — their letters were naturally important and much
anticipated. Their idiosyncratic personalities and a famous public falling
out over Manning’s conversion to the Roman Catholic Church in 1851
also brought a curious emotional dimension to this record of high gov-
ernmental and ecclesiastical politics. As the years passed without result,
however, those familiar with the vexed history of the letters wondered if
Erb’s edition might not be our Father Kent’s Life of Cardinal Manning
(“at press” in 1906). But I have seen an advance copy of The Corre-
spondence of Henry Edward Manning and William Ewart Gladstone, and
can report that the project is virtually complete.

The result is brilliant. The coverage is complete and the scholarship
immense. All extant letters are included, supported by footnotes, docu-
ments, and related correspondence that together create an incredibly rich
theological and cultural landscape. As a reference work alone, the set is
worth the cost. Biographies of principal figures, many now little known,
are fulsome; the details of arcane circumstances are consistently full and
suggestive; identification and discussion of works read by Manning and
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Gladstone is extensive; and quotations from passages in related corre-
spondence with other principals abound. The roles of John Henry New-
man, E.B. Pusey, Robert and Samuel Wilberforce, James Hope, Ignaz
von Ddllinger, Lord Granville, Catherine Gladstone, Mary Stanley, and a
host of others, are noted, substantiated, and contextualized. Where quotes
and extracts seem insufficient, Erb provides complete letters and docu-
ments in addenda to each section. Thus, for the critical period of the
Gorham controversy and Manning’s conversion to Rome, he supple-
ments the correspondence with: a letter from Manning to Hope on the
effects of the Hampden and Gorham decisions (23 January 1850); the
Declaration of the Scottish Bishops and the printed circular of the Bishop
of Glasgow (March 1850); a letter from Manning to Robert Wilberforce
on Gladstone’s proposed “engagement” (22 May 1850); Gladstone’s
letter to the Bishop of London (16 July 1850); the text of various resolu-
tions considered by Manning and Gladstone regarding the Gorham deci-
sion (February 7, March 12, March 16, and the one eventually published
in the Times on March 20); the Manning, Robert Wilberforce, and W.H.
Mill Declaration of July1850 and the printed circular response from John
Keble, Pusey, and Charles Marriott; Manning’s treatise on the Gorham
decision of August 1850; and Manning’s letter of resignation to the
Bishop of Chichester (23 October 1850). For good measure, the contents
of the addenda are annotated. In his coverage of the Vatican controversy,
Erb goes further still, including in an appendix to volume four the com-
plete texts of three lengthy pamphlets: Gladstone’s The Vatican Decrees
and their Bearing on Civil Allegiance (1874) and Vaticanism: An Answer
to Reproofs and Replies (1875), and Manning’s The Vatican Decrees in
their Bearing on Civil Allegiance (1875); and a bibliography of 53 relat-
ed articles, pamphlets, and books published in the England, Scotland,
Ireland, Wales, the United States, Italy, France, Germany, Belgium, and
Spain during 1874-75. An edition of this magnitude could only have
been produced by a scholar with an intimate knowledge of Church histo-
ry (Anglican and Roman Catholic), classical and modern European lan-
guages, Victorian culture, and governmental and ecclesiastical high poli-
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tics. Erb, too, brings the personal experience of one who has traversed
much of the same theological ground himself, having converted from the
Mennonite faith of his youth to Roman Catholicism late in life.

The content is as extraordinary as the edifice, and broadly im-
portant. Volumes three and four cover the period when Manning and
Gladstone were at the height of their powers (1861-92), and deal substan-
tially with some of the largest European issues of the day, including Ital-
ian unification, the condition of Ireland, and the Vatican controversy.
Though these letters are almost uniformly marked by a reticence engen-
dered by the misunderstanding and disappointment surrounding Man-
ning’s conversion, they are habitually honest. What one sometimes miss-
es in detail and rhetoric is made up for in a tense suggestiveness that
forces the reader to abandon any simple characterizations regarding their
feelings. Consider the first letters exchanged between the two men after
almost a decade of estrangement:

15 March 1861

My dear Manning

When | met you yesterday it was an impulse of na-
ture which made me say ‘I should like to see you’ and
drew from you a very kind answer — It was not that | had
anything to say. Alas | see nothing but what we have
lost, & what we have not to say. But if you will come
and see me perhaps we shall find something. | should
like to know what hour suits you. About half past two
any day except next Monday | am free: (of course | do
not mean Sundays)....

Aff[ectiona]tely yours

W.E. Gladstone

16 March 1861
My dear Gladstone,
We are both men who seldom act without a reason,
& the cause why | said so pointedly, let me hear from
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you, was because | did not gather from our last letters
some eight years ago that it was your wish that we
should meet.
I need not say that | am not changeful in friendships:
but I feel that there are more governing reasons than
natural feelings....
Believe me, always
Affect[ionate]ly yours
H.E. Manning
What does Gladstone mean to suggest when he reports that he has noth-
ing to say? What does Manning intend to convey by recognizing that
they both “seldom act without a reason”? Is this simply a polite exchange
following a chance encounter, or is there a wish on one or both parts for
reconciliation? There is a strange affection at work here.

The best and most numerous letters, however, were written between
1840 and 1851, when Gladstone and Manning were together defending the
Church of England, and both were perplexed about their course of action.
These, like most great records of epistolary friendship, are compelling at
several levels. They reveal in uncommon measure the minds of two scho-
lastics, their modes of testing and developing arguments, and the means by
which two supremely pious, honest, and ambitious men personally recon-
ciled these sometimes discordant qualities as they sifted the claims of intel-
lectual rationalism, Roman infallibility, and the via media of the Church of
England. Befitting the gravity of the circumstances and the eternal weight
of the results, they were grave — “our conversations always were serious,”
Gladstone recalled.” The letters of Prime Ministers and Cardinals are natu-
rally important, but these are full of worthy dreams.

One need not be a Victorianist to appreciate these letters. Scholars
of Gladstone and Manning, of the Tractarian controversy, and of the
Church of England, will of course relish the detailed unravelling of
contemporary debates and the fine points of theology and personal
temperament on which they turned. However, the correspondence also
provide an intriguing case study in the nature of biography, involving
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guestions of memory and self-deception; the imperfection of the means
by which recalled experiences are conveyed; motivations that amplify,
constrict, and distort those experiences; and the results that stem from
willfulness and faulty human faculties. Seldom have two men so rigidly
committed to truth and the ability to know it found it more difficult to
reconcile their recollections. This correspondence can be read with
equal profit by anyone interested in the nature of religious truth, in the
relationship between faith and reason, in the claims of desire and obli-
gation, in cultural precedent, or in vocation and calling. Having the full
run of letters is particularly useful in tracing the complicated evolution
of ideas and sensibilities, and in helping us better understand the forces
of attachment, disagreement, and mistrust that developed over time
between Manning and Gladstone, and that frequently emerge in our
own close relationships.

Neither Manning nor Gladstone was easy to understand. They were
sharp and intense, and required little more affirmation than their consid-
erable gifts would naturally attract. They felt and fulfilled social obliga-
tions, but their pleasure lay in pleasing God and in satisfying themselves
that they were doing so. Reading these letters, one is less surprised that
the two separated than that they ever drew so close. We are here able to
see both the “marked differences” that existed from the beginning of
their relationship, and the ways in which these differences were masked
for so long by powerful affinities, the evolving nature of the debate over
the condition of the Church of England, and a wistful belief that their
give and take was leading to a common destination. This all worked to
preserve a sense of common purpose until the validity of the debate itself
was called into question by Manning during the late 1840s.

During the 1830s, there was so much upon which Gladstone and
Manning could agree. On the fundamental question of Erastian encroach-
ment, they were champions of the Church. Writing in 1837, Manning as-
serted that “no recognition by the State can make a body to be a Church,”
and shuddered against the “gross, secular, worldly, infidel boast” of an
omnipotent parliament (Manning to Gladstone, 28 April 1837). Gladstone
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concurred, especially in the revulsion, and was already rehearsing in his
correspondence arguments against state dominion that would be embodied
in his The State in its Relations with the Church (1838):

The union is to the Church a matter of secondary im-

portance. Her foundations are on the Holy Hills.... But

the state, in rejecting [the Church] would actively violate

its most solemn duty.... It is of more importance, there-

fore, for our interests as a nation, that we should sift this

matter to the bottom, than for our interests as a church.®
They also agreed in God’s sovereignty, in man’s sinful nature, in the
restorative role of the Church in society, and in the “consolation” to be
found in “knowing that, the end of life is not happiness but usefulness”
(Manning to Gladstone, 21 September 1837).

Manning and Gladstone occasionally disagreed. These differences,
however, were accommodated within the context of scholastic debate,
which required, in Walter Bagehot’s formulation, reconciliation of “au-
thorities vast in size, and scattered over centuries in time — with one an-
other, with good sense, with the facts of special cases, with the general
exigencies of the age.”® Their common Christian communion and belief
in the saving and refining power of sacramental grace allowed a gener-
ous space for agreeable difference. This bond was enhanced by Glad-
stone’s eagerness for “joint” actions, in which Christian friends frankly
confessed their weaknesses, renouncing personal desires and submitting
to the discipline of Christian accountability. Writing to James Hope in
1845, following his dearest friend’s retreat from public life, Gladstone
wondered, “Is rest in that department really favourable to religious in-
quiry?” <l would to God we could join hands upon a subject of the kind
which interested you much two years ago.” Gladstone found it necessary
to use “a friend’s liberty” with Hope, with Arthur Acland, with Walter
James, to exhort them to sustained exertion on behalf of God and the
nation. As one after another of these experiments failed or lapsed into
comfortable good will — the Lay Engagement of 1837, the intense friend-
ship with Hope by 1845, the new “Engagement” by the end of the 1840s
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— Manning increasingly appeared as the rare man whose life gives the lie
to the notion that sinful sloth must win in the end.

As the years progressed, Manning became increasingly important to
Gladstone from a personal point of view. Gladstone longed for someone
to whom he might confess — the low feeling in time of trouble, the temp-
tation to worldly standards, the struggle to know God’s will. The day
before his birthday in 1845, reflecting upon a series of Manning’s ser-
mons, Gladstone openly offered a “confession” to Manning:

You teach that daily prayers, the observance of fast

and festival, and considerable application of time to pri-

vate devotion and to Scripture ought not to be omitted

e.g. by me: .... I am desirous really to look the question

full in the face: and then | come to the conclusion that if

| were to include the daily service now in my list of daily

duties, my next step ought to be resignation. (Gladstone

to Manning, 28 December 1845)
And Manning was just the man to hear his confession. Gently but firmly
he addressed Gladstone’s concerns and offered spiritual advice:

You have two things, especially to watch against and to

counteract, one the tendency to forget yourself in exter-

nal activity, and the other the hardening, and deadening

effect of the intellect upon the soul, as for instance upon

the sense of compunction, and perception of the tender-

ness of the love of God.... (Manning to Gladstone, 3

January 1846)
Manning was for Gladstone a true friend, one who disciplines rather than
indulges, who could be trusted as much with the welfare of one’s own
soul as with the soul of the Church.® Gladstone had written to his wife
just two months earlier:

Of all the men we have in the Church of England Man-

ning is the one to take the lead — he has not exactly

Newman’s peculiar gifts, but he has one which for a

long time, not less than six or seven years, | have not
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been able to find in N[ewman], or his immediate friends

— namely wisdom.”
What Gladstone did not know and Manning did not offer, was that Man-
ning was at that very moment struggling with the seduction of pride and
place, and with a fundamental belief in the validity of the English
Reformation. That a struggling but faithful man might help his brother
was perfectly consistent with their world of pious devotion, but Man-
ning’s reticence does suggest a lack of candor, and this Gladstone bitterly
resented when Manning went over to Rome.

Manning was not alone responsible for the breach. Gladstone’s fond-
ness for Manning cast every indication of doubt in its best light, and he was
willing to be persuaded that they were working in tandem. The letters sug-
gest, however, that they were not, though this was not clear at the time.
Gladstone continued to rely on him personally, which clouded his under-
standing of Manning’s doctrinal movement. Gladstone wondered, for in-
stance, whether he might be displeasing God in government service, an issue
that he knew Manning had struggled with as a young man. Manning recog-
nized Gladstone’s political gifts and said so. And as long as Manning could
remind him that one’s work on God’s behalf is mixed — “you went there
with a view of your own, it may please God to keep you there for a purpose
of His” — then Gladstone could be convinced that they were still pulling
together (Manning to Gladstone, 2 April 1846).

The friendship was, nonetheless, odd and insular. First, the two rare-
ly met. As a result, there was almost no social aspect to their relationship,
and little opportunity for their concerns to be taken up in a broader
sphere of public interchange. Second, they seldom discussed anything
other than ecclesiastical affairs. In a sense, Manning was indulging Glad-
stone’s half-hearted wish to leave politics, not by advising him to do so,
but by creating with him an alternate world to which the busy politician
might retreat. There was seldom a time, however, when Gladstone was
not as busy with “practical” business as with the affairs of the Church,
from his own railway, land, and industrial investments, to the widest
variety of public business: tariff reform, railway legislation, revision of
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the Corn Law, Colonial self-government. This practical side of Glad-
stone rapidly developed after his appointment as Vice-President of the
Board of Trade in 1841. As Colin Matthew acutely put it, there Glad-
stone began to realize “the beauty, joy, and technical satisfaction of de-
partmental work,” an area altogether outside his relationship with Man-
ning, and virtually absent from the letters.®> No matter how extensive and
forthright the letters may appear, the two friends are writing in caricature
— Gladstone as penitent and exemplary Churchman; Manning as humble
spiritual guide. Both were much more than their letters suggested.

It was odd, too, that Manning and Gladstone became so close, given
their fundamental difference of opinion about the nature of the Church of
England. The degree of divergence was so small at the beginning as to be
barely perceptible, and certainly not large enough to constitute a disa-
greement in the 1830s. As challenges to the Church of England became
more particular, however, arising from specific cases of Erastian inter-
ference with the authority of the Church, on the one hand, and from spe-
cific Romanizing interpretations of the validity of the English Refor-
mation on the other, the contest increasingly was fought over principles
in a particular context. As each man calibrated the extent to which prin-
ciple might be compromised on behalf of God’s Church, they drifted
apart, though it was hard for them to see it as it was occurring.

Manning tended to dismiss rationalizing critiques in favor of the
certainty of a heavenly sphere of activity that operated under special
rules. Gladstone, on the other hand, found it difficult to reject an authori-
tative argument from any source. As Erb notes, Manning always tended
to put “truth before practicality,” which by the late 1840s was a problem-
atic convention for Gladstone, who considered them to be inextricably
bound. And we can now see more clearly that Manning’s conception of
“truth” was lodged in something higher than the Church of England. As
early as 1833, Manning had already “rejected the whole idea of the Es-
tablished Church,” while Gladstone was seeing for the first time that the
emergence of the Church of England was part of “a great incident in a
continuous history ... necessarily like other great incidents marked with
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agony, of a mixed character.”® For Gladstone, God was the author of the
circumstances themselves, however inexplicable they might appear to be.
In response to W.A. Ward’s The Ideal of a Christian Church (1844),
calling on Anglicans to be more Roman in their Catholicism, Gladstone
observed that it was necessary for the Church of England “to deal with
the people of England [...] adapting her modes of procedure to the na-
tional character.”*® Rushed to print in the Quarterly Review of December
1844, his instinctive response to Ward pointed away from Manning,
though the divergence was subsumed for the moment in a subjunctive
defense of the Church of England. Gladstone argued that nationality was
fundamentally important to civic and religious integrity, an ongoing
point of contention between Gladstone and Manning that emerged full-
throated in the Vaticanism controversy of the 1870s. Gladstone support-
ed Godly nationalism with historical precedent, arguing that in a nation
like England, “with an unparalleled respect for law,” even “vicious prec-
edents” became the “proper guarantees for the stability of truth.” In less
than three years he was explicitly using such precedent — the “actual state
of our laws and of the society in which we live” — as the foundation for
political choices, many of them affecting the Church.* Gladstone’s will-
ingness to look at the “actual state” of affairs was central to his gifts as a
politician, but generally at odds with Manning’s idealism.

Closely related to Manning’s tendency to regard truth outside histor-
ical circumstance, was his search for “divine certainty,” a longing which
helps to explain his growing attraction to Rome. One of the things that
had most upset Gladstone about Ward was his recklessness in suggesting
that one “who lives daily in the thought and fear of God” might know
“without any admixture of doubt” the truth of “the various doctrines
connected with the blessed Virgin,” as well as of “the Trinity, of the in-
carnation, and of its necessary complement the Eucharistic Presence.”"?
Manning clearly detested Ward’s lack of judgment, but said little about
the dogmatic premise that had so galled Gladstone.™

From 1845, while Gladstone drew personally closer to Manning, he
was indirectly but steadily fortifying himself against Manning’s appeals
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to idealism and certainty in Church affairs. Their intellectual separation
was highlighted in November 1849 when Manning sent proofs for his
sermon, “The Analogy of Nature,” a frontal assault on Bishop Butler’s
case for the sufficiency of probability as a foundation of faith:

Because keen intellects rule among human reasoners, are

they to be instructors of the Saints? Because natural truth

is an uncertain light, may not the light of Christ be sus-

tained by Himself infallible and clear? Surely all this is

nothing less than to take nature without revelation as the

measure and limit of Christ’s presence and office in the

Church. What is the Church of Christ in its first idea, but

a supernatural economy, an order above nature; a crea-

tion which is in itself a miracle, in which the course of

its proper nature is miraculous? By the very hypothesis,

the analogies of this fallen world are excluded.
Despite the heavy press of business, Gladstone rose to Butler’s defense,
and thus to his own:

You ask whether though natural truth be an uncertain

light the light of Christ may not be infallibly clear? | an-

swer you must shew me that the “uncertain” of natural

truth pertains to what is weak and defective in nature —

then | grant your argument, but at present | contend that

much of the uncertainty on the contrary is among the

proofs of Divine wisdom and the effective means of our

training. (Gladstone to Manning, 14 November 1849)
Even in brief, this was a more reasoned response than his vehement expostu-
lation against Ward, in part because he had studied the issue more carefully.
After reading Ward, in 1845 he had renewed his study of Bishop Butler; and
in the following year, when Manning finally decided against a published
response to Newman’s Essay on Development, Gladstone took up a refuta-
tion in earnest. Neither of these efforts led to an immediate publication, but
in both cases the careful study affirmed both the utility of “probability” and
the unwarranted pretension of Catholic “infallibility.”*
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Manning and Gladstone parted in 1851 over the question of spiritual
authority, but they had differed on this point from the beginning of their
relationship. In retrospect, it seems clear that only a fundamental change
of perspective toward the nature of the Church of England by either
Manning or Gladstone could have prevented their falling out, especially
given the largeness of the question, the seriousness with which they
viewed it, and the imperative call for action brought on by the Gorham
decision. By then, however, Manning was convinced of the Catholic
magisterium, while Gladstone could not, either then or in the future, ad-
mit to the “hopeless hostility between authority and reason” that was, in
his mind, the dominant strain in Manning’s thought.*®

Erb is right to point us toward the “early vocational choices” that
played a part in framing the “theological and political formulations” of
Gladstone and Manning, and thus the decisions they made. The theological
emphasis of Gladstone’s letters to Manning often obscures the point that
his instincts, as well as his first principles, were better suited to adaptive
politics, and that by the mid-1840s flexibility and “ripeness” were at the
heart of his approach to all issues. In his study of Butler, he found not only
a defense against certainty, but a basis for its condemnation:

In the case of those whose minds are resolutely set on
doing right, how many errors are committed from a want
of that habit of mind which suspends conclusions until
the case is ripe for decision. Indeed in the world at large
suspense of judgment is constantly compounded with a
skeptical temper, or is taken to indicate a mind wanting
in vigour and determination. Pride revolts against what
is certainly a confession of imperfection: and emulation
often makes it difficult to refrain from the premature as-
sumption of knowledge when others have perhaps al-
ready made it. But the man upon whose habits of
thought Butler has once laid his strong and moulding
hand, ought certainly to be secure against this form of
error.”’
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When Gladstone wrote to Manning in May 1872, suggesting that his
“Pope” was Bishop Butler, he was formulizing a conviction that had, by
the late 1840s, already provided him with the means of combining his
first principles, his love of the Church of England, and his political in-
stincts (23 May 1872). Gladstone didn’t say it then — indeed, he did eve-
rything he could to deny it — but he was already beginning to sense what
he finally confessed to Manning thirty years later: “Nature has made a
mistake in one or other of us” (Gladstone to Manning, 22 January 1874).
Oklahoma Baptist University
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